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Self-Examination: An Analysis of 8½ 

     Federico Fellini’s 8½ has been called one of the greatest films ever made, but it has also been 

called one of the greatest autobiographical films ever made. The film centers on Guido, a 

filmmaker trying to develop his next big project but is struggling with putting together its story 

as well as finding closure in his own personal relationships. Considering this, just the idea of a 

film about an emotionally torn filmmaker makes 8½ sound incredibly personal, even to 

audiences unaware of who Federico Fellini is—and the fact that the film’s title refers to the 

number of films Fellini directed previously, including shorter films and collaborations, is 

certainly an indication of this. The result is indeed a personal film, and a beautiful one, but what 

sets 8½ apart from similar films is the fact that it constantly makes reference to itself—that is to 

say, comparisons can be made between the film itself and the “film” within it. 

     One connection that audiences may assume is between Fellini himself and Guido. Fellini’s 

films were often very autobiographical, so fans of his work may immediately expect it in 8½ as 

well. Sure enough, the character of Guido seems less like a character on his own and more like a 

symbol of Fellini himself. The first scene, a strange, claustrophobic dream sequence, never 

reveals Guido’s face—even after he wakes up, we never see his face clearly until he looks at 

himself in the mirror. Introducing the audience to Guido this way, it seems that even though this 

is our lead character, he is altogether not that important—perhaps he stands for something more. 

And when the audience learns in the following scene that Guido is a filmmaker searching for his 

next project (similar to the situation Fellini found himself in after making La Dolce Vita), a 

connection is soon made. Because of this, it is easy for the viewer to automatically a trait of 



Guido’s to that of Fellini, or to even assume that an event in Guido’s life is identical to an event 

in Fellini’s. For example, early on in 8½, Guido sees a young woman in white at a social event 

and stares at her for some time (one of the many fantastical encounters that Guido has with 

women), and a viewer may automatically assume that Fellini once fell in love this way. 

Continuing with this autobiographical theme in the film, audiences may even presume other 

larger events in Guido’s life to be based on Fellini’s own experiences, including specific events 

in Guido’s childhood: growing up as an orphan, schooled as a Catholic, and even being 

introduced to sexuality by a prostitute on the beach. Only those who have studied or known 

Federico Fellini personally will be able to decipher fact and fiction, but for all the audience 

knows, every single event in Guido’s life could be lifted from Fellini’s. 

     There are many other examples of this comparison between Guido and Fellini, but there are 

also several examples comparing the film within the film to the film itself. The film that Guido is 

making is some kind of science-fiction epic with a plot that is never fully explained in 8½, but 

his film apparently includes events lifted from his own life, not unlike how Fellini may have 

lifted events from his own life and inserted them into this film. As the film progresses, we 

witness events in Guido’s life that his producers later talk about as if they are plot elements in 

Guido’s sci-fi film. There is even a scene later on in the film as Guido has casting auditions, 

where actresses trying out resemble, in dialogue and appearance, women whom the audience has 

seen Guido interact with, including his wife, his mistress, and even the prostitute on the beach. 

At times, it gets even more specific than that: as described earlier, Guido sees that woman in 

white in one scene, and in a later scene reads a letter from one of his colleagues about his script, 

which apparently includes a scene where the lead character is fascinated by a woman in white: 

the letter reads that of all the metaphors laced throughout Guido’s film, this is the worst. 

     This aspect of 8½ is very difficult to think about and explain, but it seems utterly profound 

after thinking about Fellini both as a man and as a filmmaker. It must have been difficult for him, 



emotionally and financially, to create so many works throughout his career that are so 

autobiographical. Through Guido, we see the challenges of making a film that so closely 

resembles a life: one producer tells Guido early on that to simply take events from one’s life and 

put them into a film would result in “gratuitous episodes” without structure. And not only that, 

but it would also create a very confusing film morally, with audiences constantly wondering 

what Guido (or Fellini) was trying to say. Take, for example, Guido’s flashback to being caught 

and punished by his Catholic teachers when seeing the prostitute Saraghina. When he wants to 

put this event into his sci-fi film, his producers say that the intention of this scene is unclear. Is it 

some kind of commentary on Catholicism? Is he saying that the Church is too protective, even 

abusive? Guido never gives his collaborators any answers to these questions, and the audience 

essentially never receives answers either. Perhaps this idea of ambiguity in faith is a good thing 

in 8½, leaving audiences to debate by themselves on what Fellini means by all this, but making 

such a film that does not answer these questions surely put a lot of pressure on him. 

     However, the idea of “gratuitous episodes” must also be addressed. 8½ often cuts back and 

forth between reality, flashbacks of Guido’s life, and even his dreams. So on the one hand, the 

film does indeed feel somewhat unstructured. On the other hand, it still makes sense. If the entire 

film starts out letting the audience know that we are not necessarily watching Guido throughout 

the duration but are instead seeing the world as he sees it, the film becomes more than just a 

character study. It is a journey through Guido’s mind. The film transitions between dreams, the 

real world, flashbacks, and fantasy sequences so smoothly that it feels genuinely like a person’s 

own mind, the idea of “stream of consciousness”. So although it does not follow a specific cause-

and-effect pattern of scenes, the film does not simply feel jumbled together. The viewers feels as 

though he is living as this man for a time, living not only in his world but in his thoughts. 

     Looking at the film this way, the fantasy sequences start to seem normal rather than out of 

place. The opening dream sequence introduces us to Guido’s fears. Another dream finds Guido 



speaking with his mother, father, and wife. Later on, he fantasizes of his own sort of “harem” 

where all the women he has ever loved are all together with him. And these fantasies culminate 

in the climax of the film, where Guido, overwhelmed at a press conference, shoots himself—

though in reality, he simply called the film off—and in the film’s final minutes, where all the 

characters in the film join together for a final dance. This idea of self-examination in 8½ is 

represented well through these fantasies. Not only does Fellini reflect on his own life, and not 

only does Guido reflect on his, but the film reflects on its own art. For example, at the press 

conference, Guido is bombarded with rapid-fire, interrogative, and embarrassing questions from 

his critics—and it is safe to assume that Fellini often felt this way with his own audiences. And 

in the end, instead of making his audience think, he gives the meaning away: as the closing 

dance occurs, Guido’s mistress comes up to him and exclaims that she understands this ending, 

that it all means that Guido can’t do without all of the people around him. 

     This is a comical way of closing the film, almost as if Fellini is sticking his tongue out at his 

critics and not hiding any more meaning from them. But it is just another of the many examples 

of the way 8½ looks to criticize itself, film as an art, and filmmakers and their personal lives. 

Fellini and the film were not afraid to examine themselves and their faults and lay them out for 

everyone to see. Perhaps this is why the film is known as the greatest movie about movies ever 

made—it dares to challenge itself. 


